Chapter Two
TUDOR  AND   DUDLEY
FOR THIRTY YEARS, from shortly after Elizabeth's accession in the
autumn of 1558 until his death, Robert Dudley held first
place in her heart without serious rival or interruption. To her
subjects there seemed something supernatural if not positively
unholy in this feat of fidelity. Constancy was a virtue as little
expected in a woman, a creature "painted forth by nature to be
weak, frail, impatient, feeble and foolish," as it was in a Renais-
sance prince, a species of which her father, whose fancy had
roamed dissatisfied from woman to woman and whose trust from
minister to minister, provided a standing example. To this
infirmity of her sex and station Elizabeth was in general no
exception. Her heart could be a possession scarcely less precarious
than Henry VIIPs, She loved men easily and loved to be loved
by them; and her love being one of the world's chief prizes,
"many and great ones did strive for it," often to their chagrin
and in the case of Seymour, the first excitement of her adolescence,
and of Essex, the fond foible of her old age, to the loss of their
presumptuous heads. Only Robert Dudley, of all those who at one
time or another gained that wayward and coveted prize, seemed
to have the secret of retaining it.
On the nature of that secret the speculation of the age managed
to reach a substantial measure of agreement. Was there, asks
Camden in Book I of his Historic of the most Renowned and Vic-
torious Princesse Elizabeth, late Queen of England^ was there "a
Vertue of his, wherefor he gave some shadowed tokens" to her
alone? Or did he owe his success to "their common condition of
imprisonment under Queen Mary," when they faced death
together at twenty ? Or should the explanation rather be looked
for in " nativity and the hidden consent of the stars at the hour
of his birth, and therefore a straight conjunction of their minds ?"
Between these three hypotheses the father of Elizabethan his-
torians hesitated to pronounce judgment: " A man cannot easily
say." His contemporaries, however, failed to see why not and
plumped for the third by a resounding majority. As early as the
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